
  
    [image: The Enchanted Wreath]
  


  
    
      The Enchanted Wreath

      A FANTASY FAIRY TALE RETELLING OF THE ENCHANTED WREATH

      
        THE NEVERTOLD FAIRY TALE NOVELLAS

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        BRITTANY FICHTER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        To Chimaine,

      

      

      
        
        You are the sunshine that binds the people around you together. With every day I know you, you grow more beautiful, and it’s an honor and a privilege to call you my friend and sister-in-Christ.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Post Tenebras Lux

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        After darkness…

      

      

      
        
        …light.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            To the Honorable King Everard and Queen Isabelle,

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To the Honorable King Everard and Queen Isabelle,

        

        Though it isn’t included in the tale itself, Peter says that the events which inspired the story we’re telling today nearly started a war. The witch described in the story not only committed terrible atrocities from within the kingdom, but from without as well, leading numerous rulers to believe that the evils committed against them were committed by one another. It was the body of benevolent fae (the ones we mentioned in the last story) that intervened and ultimately spared many from bloodshed.

        This is probably my favorite of the stories we’ve told so far. Probably because the prince reminds me of a certain carefree soul I fell in love with not so long ago…

        But I digress.

        

        Yours respectfully,

        Wendy Darling Pan

        

        Once upon a time in a faraway land…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Gisele hefted the picnic basket from one hip to the other as she walked, trying to find a more comfortable position to carry it. It didn't matter which side she held it on, however. The basket was simply too large and too full to be anything other than awkward.

      "Did we really need to bring this much food?" she puffed as they began up yet another hill. "We'll be home by supper."

      "It's not a short walk to the village from the house," Gisele's stepmother said evenly. She had a thin parasol on her left arm and her right draped over Gisele's father's arm. "I wanted to make sure we had more than enough to eat."

      Gisele bit back a retort about how her stepmother could carry the food herself if she wanted it so much. But it would have been disrespectful, and Gisele's mother had raised her better than that.

      "I'm still surprised you wanted to come to the parade at all," Simone said as the family joined the wider road where the hundreds of other country dwellers also trekked toward the village.

      "And why is that?" Gisele asked with a groan as she transferred the basket to her other hip again.

      "You seem to enjoy keeping the house so much." Gisele's stepsister gave her a knowing smile. "I didn't think something like this would bring you pleasure."

      "He's my prince, too," Gisele said, trying not to sound out of breath. This basket was really heavy. "It's not every day royalty comes to Shadeling."

      "She's right," Gisele's father said. He paused to adjust the bundle of wood he carried on his back, which he hoped to sell to one of the wealthier village families while they were there. "I believe the last time one of the royal family members passed through was about four years ago when the king was overseeing the faeries' treatment for the corn blight." He looked down at his wife. "Are you able to finish this hill, Adrienne?"

      "Yes, but I need to catch my breath." She sent Gisele a saccharine smile. "I don't know how you two became so hardy. Simone and I have lived in this area all our lives, and we've never been strengthened by the air as you two are."

      Gisele once again repressed a sharp reply, this one about how actual work would do that to a person. As if hearing her thoughts, her father gave her a slight frown and shook his head.

      Unfortunately, as was often the case, it seemed Gisele's eyes had betrayed her. Her mother had once said Gisele's eyes were more open than a book, in that one didn't need to know one's letters to read her. To her father, she might as well have spoken the rebuttal aloud.

      The family came to rest on the side of the road, where her father helped her stepmother sink onto the ground, and Gisele gratefully let the picnic basket fall before collapsing beside it. It wasn't quite as comfortable as she'd hoped, however. The spring grass, which was usually soft and green this time of year, had already been flattened by the hundreds of feet that had trod on it earlier that day.

      "When is the prince supposed to arrive?" Simone asked, twirling her own parasol as she watched their neighbors walk past them. Gisele knew most of them by name and would have called out to them, except she had little desire to have any deep conversations where the newer members of her family could hear. So she restrained herself to a mere wave whenever they were greeted by the passers-by. She would have far more freedom once they reached the village.

      "About midday," Gisele's father said. "Which means we need to keep moving if we wish to get a good place. Are you ready, darling?"

      "I'm already rested," Adrienne said, allowing Gisele's father to pull her to her feet. "You're right, though. We should go before we're left at the back of the crowd."

      That wouldn't happen, and Gisele knew it, which was one of the reasons she had chosen to attend the parade with her family rather than her friends. For as mad as it sounded to explain it, Simone and Adrienne seemed to have a magic of their own, the kind that would elicit bows and favors from even happily married men–men who would often look confused and a little disoriented when the interaction was done. And though Gisele was hesitant to believe such nonsense, she'd seen it too many times to think otherwise.

      The mother and daughter were beautiful. Not even Gisele, who had seen all she wanted and more of their ugly hearts, could deny that. And both of them, Simone in particular, seemed to have increased in beauty even over the last few months. It was fairly disgusting and made them less than popular with the village women. Although their lack of popularity probably had something to do with their strange pull on the men–and their obvious enjoyment of it–as well. Both women had striking red hair of the silkiest texture Gisele had ever seen. Their eyes were bright green, and their skin rosy and flawless. Their forms were delicate and soft, perfectly rounded in all the right places.

      Everything Gisele was not.

      Gisele had never thought herself homely by any means. As a child, she'd been told she was quite pretty. But her light brown hair didn't stand a chance of being noticed beside that of her stepsister's vivid red, and her figure, while slim, was solid and strong from years of helping her father cut and carry wood in the forest. She couldn't afford dainty shoulders or soft hands, and her skin was plastered with freckles and as tan–in Simone's words–as pale leather.

      In essence, she was as water placed beside cherry wine when she stood beside the incomparable Simone.

      This comparison didn't bother Gisele in general. While she wouldn't have minded being the town's favorite, such wouldn't put food on the table or purchase nails with which to fix their chicken coop. And in general, she stayed as far away from her family in public as possible. But on days like this, when the family was forced to come to the village together, Gisele felt the gap between herself and her stepsister seem to widen, and all too often, she was beginning to feel as though she was becoming invisible.

      Today, wearing her best dress, which was one Simone no longer wanted, she felt that gap more sharply than ever.

      They finally reached the outskirts of the village about fifteen minutes later. The crowds had already filled the small streets until they seemed like they might burst. As usual, however, Adrienne and Simone were able to part the crowd as though they were slicing it with a knife. The two women smiled and simpered as they led Gisele and her father to the front, and Gisele wondered–not for the first time–how men were so oblivious so as not to see through them.

      More importantly, how her father hadn't seen through them.

      Once the two women had claimed a place along the edge of the main street, Gisele moaned slightly as she put the picnic basket down. Her arms and back, though strong from years of woodcutting, were somehow still sore from the near hour-long walk with her burden.

      "Gisele," Adrienne called over her shoulder, "fetch me a waterskin. And then be a darling and move the basket where I can sit on it."

      Gisele glanced at her father, but as usual these days, he was staring off into the distance, appearing completely unaware of everything around him.

      "And when you're done," Simone added, "I'd like you to buy me one of those little sweet pies from that shop over there." She pointed to the other side of the road. "They have my favorite."

      "That's across the road and through another crowd," Gisele said as she handed her stepmother the waterskin. "I'm not going to get you a pastry when I just carried six in this basket over several miles."

      For a brief moment, Simone's angelic smile was replaced by a narrowed gaze.

      Unwilling to be unnerved, Gisele stared right back.

      Finally, Simone's glare changed to a smirk. "I'm not sure why you're putting up such a fuss," she said with a shrug. "You said you didn't want to see the prince after all." She looked at her mother. "Didn't she say that, Mother?"

      "Yes, you did." Adrienne pulled two coins from her coin purse and handed them to Gisele. "Go get Simone the pie, then buy one for yourself."

      Gisele looked at her father, who was still staring absently at a building across the road, when a blessed voice called her name from behind.

      "April!" Gisele whirled around and called back to her friend. "Stay there! I'll come to you!" She turned and began to pick her way through the crowd until she reached April two buildings over, pretending she couldn't hear the cries of protest she left behind.

      "Thank you!" she said as she joined her friend's family at their slightly less-advantageous spot near the street. "I was about to sink myself into trouble."

      "They're being awful again, aren't they?" April made a face in the direction of Gisele's relatives.

      "They're being exhausting," Gisele said, stretching her shoulders and neck. "Apparently, today, I'm a workhorse."

      "Have you talked to your father about it, dear?" April's mother asked, her face pinched with concern. She had been one of Gisele's mother's closest friends when her mother had still lived, and she often treated Gisele as though she were another daughter in addition to their five. She and her husband had even offered to let Gisele live with them after Gisele's father had married Adrienne.

      Unfortunately, with five daughters and no sons, they had little to spare, and as much as Gisele should have loved living with them above all else, she couldn't bring herself to tax their resources further.

      "He's been made aware," Gisele gave her a grim smile. "Now, tell me. What do you know of the prince?"

      Fran, April's younger sister, smirked. "Unlike that Lord...what was his name? The one who came through a few months ago? Oh, yes. Lord Massy. Unlike him, Prince Julien is supposed to actually be handsome."

      "Lord Massy wasn't that ugly," one of April's older sisters, Tori, said gently. "He was just..."

      "Ugly." April looked at Gisele and shook her head. "He was ugly."

      "It would have helped if he'd smiled," Tori amended. "I've never seen a man look so sour for so long."

      "What happened to your arm?" April asked, taking Gisele's arm and holding it up to examine it. "It looks like you burned it."

      "I did."

      "But how?"

      "With tea."

      "With...what?" April frowned.

      Gisele rolled her eyes and glanced down at April's mother to make sure she wasn't listening. The story would only upset her.

      She pulled April aside and lowered her voice. "I was ironing a gown for Adrienne–"

      "She can't iron her own gowns?" April asked hotly.

      "She had a headache, apparently," Gisele said. "Anyhow, I was ironing, and it seems I was too close to Simone's cup of tea. She reached over me to pick it up and splashed a good deal of it on my arm."

      "You should have gotten her right back with the iron," April grumbled.

      "I'm eighteen years old," Gisele said wryly. "I wasn't about to get into a shoving match with my stepsister."

      April opened her mouth to no doubt make a sharp reply, but the crowd let out a roar at the far end of the street.

      "He must be coming!" Fran cried. She stretched up on the tips of her toes. "I can't see him! Can you see him?"

      Gisele and April grinned at one another. Fran, who was fourteen, had dreams of grandeur that could outshine any girl her age.

      Gisele entertained fewer daydreams than her friend's sister, but she did try to peek over the heads of the crowd as well. Unfortunately, she found that while she was of average height, she couldn't see any better than Fran could. From the way the roar began to make its way closer to where they were standing, however, she knew the prince must be coming near. Hopefully, she would catch a glimpse of him.

      Why Gisele wanted to glimpse the prince so badly, she didn't exactly know. Unlike Fran, she didn't entertain delusions of his falling desperately in love with her at first sight and whisking her away to his castle. But to see him would be a treat, a spark in her otherwise uneventful life that had become even more uneventful since her father had remarried.

      And, a small voice inside whispered, if she was honest, she would–just for a moment–like to be seen by him, too.

      "Gisele?"

      Gisele looked down to find a small girl at her side. She immediately recognized the pale messy hair, thin face, and big blue eyes. Blue eyes that looked scared. Gisele knelt and took the little girl's hands.

      "Michelle, what's wrong?"

      "It's my mummy," the little girl said, blinking back tears. "She's hurt, and she needs someone big, quick."

      Gisele stood and cast another hopeful glance in the direction the prince would be riding from. But she was still unable to see him.

      "I asked Auntie Adrienne already, but she said to find you," the little girl continued.

      Gisele sighed and used her handkerchief to wipe the little girl's tears away. "Let's go see your mummy."

      "Where are you going?" April called out over the din.

      "I've got to go help Becca!" Gisele called back.

      "But she's Adrienne's cousin!"

      Gisele simply shrugged and let the little girl lead the way as the roar of the crowd nearly deafened them all.
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        * * *

      

      Gisele tried not to feel bitter as she followed the little girl down several alleyways to the streets of cottages that were small and run-down. April had been right. Becca was Adrienne's cousin. She and her husband had been wealthy landowners until recently, when he was killed in a hunting accident, and the will revealed that his gambling debts were far more than their gold could pay. The land had been sold, and Becca had moved herself and her small daughter into the only house they could afford. To make matters more complicated, Becca had discovered soon after that she was with child.

      And Adrienne wanted nothing to do with them. She had, however, been able to assuage any possible familial guilt she might have been cursed with by suggesting that Gisele help them.

      "They're your family, too, now," she'd told Gisele several months before. "And you're so resourceful. Surely you can find it in your heart to help."

      As Gisele made her way through the broken gate into the cottage, which was little more than a shack, she felt her heart sink. It was worse than it had been the last time she'd visited. Filth and grime covered every inch of the floors and the walls. To her relief, the windows, which had not the luxury of real glass, were still covered by the fat-smeared parchment Gisele had tacked up last time to try and keep out the wind. The bed was nothing more than a straw mattress covered in a pile of grimy blankets, and piled on the table were several dirty bowls and mugs. Becca herself lay on her back on the floor.

      "Becca, what happened?" Gisele asked as she hurried to help the woman sit up. It was difficult and rather awkward, as Becca's middle section was now quite rotund, but together, they managed to ease her into the rocking chair by the fire.

      "I was...trying to catch the animal fat...the way Mrs. Phelps taught me to do…to save for later," Becca gasped between breaths. "But I spilled some...and slipped." She let out a cry as Gisele's hands felt up and down her spine. "Oh, that hurts!"

      Gisele leaned back on her heels and frowned.

      "As much as I hate to say it, I think we need to call the physician."

      Becca's eyes, the same color as her daughter's, flew open wide. "Oh, no! I'm still paying him for the last time Michelle got sick! I can't–"

      "I can." Gisele pulled two coins out of her little purse and folded Becca's fingers over them.

      "No." Becca shook her head, her jaw trembling. "I couldn't ask you–"

      "Before you get upset, don't for a moment think that I'm going to leave you here alone and in pain. Besides," Gisele couldn't help letting a grin slip, "it's Adrienne's money. I was supposed to use it to buy Simone a pie." She put the coins in Becca's hand. "But from what Adrienne has told me, we must find it in our hearts to help."

      Becca stared at the coins in her hand and sighed. Then she looked up at Gisele. "I don't understand. Why did you allow your father to marry my cousin?"

      Gisele snorted. "Oh, there was no allowance. I begged him not to."

      Becca frowned. "I assume by that point, he'd been captivated by a pair of brilliant green eyes."

      Gisele pulled her little silver comb from her purse and set to brushing the knots out of Michelle's hair. "You see my situation."

      Becca shook her head. "I'm not blind to what a burden I am to the family. And I won't pretend I have the skills my daughter needs for us to survive in this world." She looked back up at Gisele. "But I wouldn't trade places with you for the world. There's..." Her frown deepened, and she leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Something isn't right with Adrienne and Simone. I don't know what. I can't say. But you...you watch yourself around them. Yes? And promise me something, Gisele." She took Gisele's hand in her own and squeezed so tightly that it hurt.

      "Do whatever you can to get out of that house. You hear?" Her pale eyes suddenly burned with a passion Gisele had never seen in the woman. "You're not going to be in that house forever. And though the two of them will try to keep you there, I have faith that–"

      "Becca," Gisele interrupted, "it's really nothing to upset yourself–"

      "Gisele. Listen to me. If anyone can escape," Becca repeated, enunciating every word, her eyes still ablaze, "It's. You."
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        * * *

      

      After calling the physician and then cleaning and tidying as much as she could, Gisele set out to take advantage of the remaining daylight to find her way back to her family. But when she reached the town square, they were nowhere to be seen. Nor were they to be found when she returned to the place they'd stood on the street.

      They had left without her.

      Still aching from her earlier trek with the picnic basket, Gisele took comfort in the knowledge that if they had already gone, at least she wouldn't have to lug the ridiculous basket back home. As the sun set, however, and darkness filled the world with various shades of deepening blues, Gisele recalled Becca's insistent cries that Adrienne and Simone would try to keep her under their thumb.

      Gisele didn't doubt that for a moment. Why would they give up the free labor Gisele had obviously come to be?

      Stranger yet, however, was Becca's insistence that Gisele would indeed succeed in escaping the place that had once been her home.

      As she came to the top of a ridge, Gisele came to a stop, staring down at the wide countryside spread out before her. She could leave right now. She could take another path and go anywhere she wished. Should she desire to go to the end of the world, neither Adrienne nor Simone would be there to stop her.

      But how would she survive? She had little money and no provisions, no living relatives she knew of, and no knowledge of the world beyond her village's borders. And as much as she might wish it otherwise, the world was not a friendly place to a lone young woman of common birth.

      No, she would do best to go back to her father's cottage and continue to ponder her plight there.

      As she walked, however, she found that her own optimism did not match Becca's. The last year had been a dark one. In it, Gisele had lost her mother and had essentially become a servant in her own home. Despite all of this, Becca seemed sure Gisele would escape the tyranny of her stepmother and stepsister soon enough.

      Gisele, however, wasn't so sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Gisele stood and wiped the sweat from her brow with her handkerchief. A cool breeze fluttered by, and she closed her eyes to soak it up as her father's axe continued to ring through the hills. Then it stopped, and Gisele opened her eyes.

      "It's a warm one for early spring," her father said, mopping his own brow with his sleeve.

      "Mmm," Gisele responded. Usually, she would have added something to the effect of how it might be a good growing season for the garden or how they might be able to cut an extra store of firewood if it dried faster. But after the previous day's events, Gisele found herself short-tempered and wondering if her father would even notice.

      After a moment of silence, he lifted his axe and began splitting logs again. Gisele had gathered the wood he'd already cut and was loading it onto their cart when her father surprised her by putting down his axe again.

      "I wanted to, um, thank you for yesterday. For helping out with Becca, I mean. Adrienne appreciated it. It meant a lot to her. I would have helped, had I known, but I didn’t get to see the prince, either. She needed me to, um, see to some purchases.”

      "Ah, yes. She appreciated it so much that she took two of my coins as payment for giving hers to her sick cousin who needed a physician." Gisele kept her eyes firmly on her work. "She appreciated it ever so much."

      "Becca needed a physician?"

      "Yes. Because she'd fallen on the ground and couldn't get up." Gisele finally turned to face her father. "You do know she's with child, don't you?"

      "Oh." Gisele's father swallowed and looked at the ground. "Well, as I said, Adrienne–"

      Gisele threw a piece of wood into the cart with a little more force than was necessary. "Father, you can try as much as you like to make excuses for her. But there is simply no justification for Adrienne ignoring her pregnant cousin's cry for help."

      "Well, you were there," her father said, picking up his axe again. "And with the prince coming–"

      "Simone has a suitor."

      "But a prince would help the family more." Her father turned to her with pleading eyes. Eyes that pleaded for her to understand…that had been pleading since he'd begun courting the woman. But Gisele was done understanding.

      "And what about me?"

      Her father split another log. "What about you?"

      "What if I wanted to see the prince? Or better yet, what if I wanted to marry him?"

      Her father stopped working again and looked at her as though she'd suggested she wanted to eat frogs.

      "I know," Gisele said, her voice suddenly trembling, "that I'm not as pretty as Simone. The same way I know Mother wasn't as pretty as Adrienne."

      Her father threw the axe into the stump so it stuck. "Now, you stop right there!" He pointed an accusing finger at her, but Gisele stormed on.

      "I'm not blind. I can see that my stepsister and even my stepmother outshine me in every aspect."

      "I...I never said that," her father stuttered.

      "But what kills me is that I know that you see what they're really like. Who they really are. If you didn't, you wouldn't suddenly need to travel away from home so often as you do now."

      "I go to sell the wood!" he protested.

      "You go to escape! And worse, as you turn a blind eye to...to all they lack, you leave me behind to clean it up for you!" Gisele felt herself suddenly dangerously close to tears. But she ground her teeth, refusing to let them fall. "If Mother could see the way you've changed–"

      "Oh, and how have I changed?"

      "You left me in the village last night! I had to walk home alone through miles of wild land by myself! I didn't get home until an hour after dark!"

      To his credit, her father flushed a deep scarlet. Then he tried to wave her away. "You're a strong girl," he muttered. "I knew you'd find your way just fine."

      "You wouldn't so much as let Mother walk to the edge of the property after dark! You always said there were too many wild animals that come up from the woods. But now that you've replaced Mother, you abandoned me–"

      "That's enough!" her father roared.

      There was a danger in her father's voice that Gisele had rarely, if ever, heard before. Knowing she had pushed him to his limit, she simply glared at him as he glared at her, each breathing hard as the wind whistled quietly around them.

      Finally, after another minute, her father shook his head once and then went back to chopping.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They chopped in silence until, a few hours later, it began to rain.

      "Hurry," her father said, "before the wood gets wet."

      Gisele didn't need to be told, however. She grabbed the wool blanket out of the cart and threw it over the wood. Her father took the donkey from the tree to which they'd tied him and hooked him to the cart. Then they began the long trek back to the house, the ground beneath them growing more slippery with each step.

      At first, they seemed to make good time. A few minutes later, however, her father let out a cry and grabbed onto the cart for support. Gisele ran to his side to find him clutching his ankle.

      "Slipped in a blasted hole," he said through clenched teeth. "You'll have to lead her."

      Gisele grabbed the reins from her father's hand and set to leading the donkey up the slick path, her father holding onto the cart for support as he walked. This took them twice the amount of time it should have to return, and by the time they reached the barn, they were both soaked through.

      "Go inside," Gisele told her father. "I'll unhook her."

      Her father watched her for
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